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LEARNING BY STORYTELLING?
NARRATIVES IN THE STUDY OF WORK-BASED LEARNING1
Stefanie C. Reissner 
 
Abstract 
This paper describes in detail the narrative approach taken in a study of a 
particular facet of learning in the workplace – how people make sense of change. 
In unstructured in-depth interviews, employees were encouraged to tell their 
stories about their organisations, revealing details about the organisational culture 
and the ways in which this shaped the learning about change taking place within 
them. The paper shows that narrative analysis is a powerful tool with which to 
investigate work-based learning. It leads to new insights into how learning in the 
workplace can be conceptualised and supported in practice. 
 
Two key propositions are presented in this paper: 
a) Narratives play important roles in the workplace. They reflect the 
organisational culture and are therefore an ideal tool to assess whether an 
appropriate environment for learning - a ‘learning culture’ - exists. Such a 
learning culture is based on the values of trust and respect, making people feel 
comfortable in their workplaces. 
 
b) Narratives are also an important tool to manage change. Due to the close 
relationship between change and learning, people learn about their changing roles 
and relationships in the workplace and can adapt to them through sharing stories. 
 
In this study, the researcher took the role of an observer-reporter, listening, 
recording and replaying the conversations prevalent in the organisation. To ensure 
the veracity of the data, the interviewees were given a copy of the transcript on 
which they were welcome to comment and to engage in shared interpretations. 
 
Key words: narrative; change; organisational culture; work-based learning. 
1 This article is based on a paper given at the BERA Annual Conference, 10-13 September 2003, 
Heriot-Watt-University, Edinburgh, UK and was published in 2004 in the Journal of Adult and 
Continuing Education, Volume 10, Issue 2, pp. 99-113. 
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NARRATIVES IN THE STUDY OF WORK-BASED LEARNING 
Introduction 
Business organisations all over the world have seen enormous changes when they 
entered the ‘information age’ (Castells, 2000) at the beginning of the 1990s. 
Competitive pressures have been increasing and with them the need for all 
employees to learn and develop. It is therefore no surprise that concepts like 
‘knowledge management’ (e.g. Nonaka, 1991) and the ‘learning organisation’ (e.g. 
Senge, 1990, Garvin, 1993, Argyris, 1999) have been gaining in importance 
within modern management theory and practice. Successful organisations have 
discovered that new learning is crucial to further success. The response of the 
companies studied to these developments is to build coherent human resource 
development strategies – a move, which is supported by national governments and 
international economic bodies like OECD and EU. The question remains whether 
this is enough to be prepared for the challenges ahead. 
 
In parallel, the social sciences have been undergoing substantial change by 
shifting the focus from mere cause and effect relationships to a search for meaning 
in the explanation of social phenomena (Sztompka, 1999). This shift was 
accompanied by a turn to biographical methods (Chamberlayne et al., 2000), in 
which the individual’s search for meaning in their lives plays a key role. Although 
qualitative methods are often regarded as ‘unscientific’, qualitative research 
enables the researcher to collect such ‘meaningful’ data (Dey, 1993).  
 
This search for meaning in the academic literature has not yet reached mainstream 
management literature (Reissner, 2002) and definitions of learning in 
organisations remain too narrow (e.g. Illeris, 2002). Traditional models of 
learning are individualistic (e.g. Kolb, 1984), focused on skill or competency 
development and the training industry of the United Kingdom is based on this 
view of learning – despite advances in the academic community (e.g. Wenger, 
1998). Based on these insights, learning can be fruitfully viewed as sense-making, 
in which the learner through interaction with others gains new perspectives, new 
ways of thinking, a new identity and new meanings (e.g. Bruner, 1990, Wenger, 
1998). It is a continuous, situated, social activity that is intrinsically open-ended in 
its outcomes (e.g. Lave and Wenger, 1991). Narrative analysis provides a 
powerful tool for examining this fuller version of learning in the workplace (e.g. 
Allan et al., 2002). 
 
In order to add new understanding on how people make sense of big structural 
changes by telling stories, this paper will describe the approach taken in a research 
project in work-based learning. It will concentrate on the methodological issues 
involved and on linking ideas about learning and narrative analysis; exemplar 
stories from the three case studies will be provided for illustrative purposes only. 
The study was focused on how organisations change against the background of 
changing socio-political and economic circumstances, especially the process of 
3globalisation. The ‘learning task’ at the heart of this research is the process of 
making sense – both in management teams and on the shop floor – of complex 
processes of organisational change in conditions when profound new learning was 
required. The methodological problem is to discover the most appropriate ways to 
record, explain and report these complex shifts in understanding. 
 
The Context of Change 
Because the contexts of change for organisations vary enormously across different 
sectors of economic life and, of course, between different national settings, the 
design of this research was comparative. Increasing global competitive pressures 
on companies are universal, but how different organisations react on them reflects 
the diversity of different local contexts. The new learning required to understand 
the implications of these global economic pressures within a firm can therefore be 
expected to differ significantly between organisations. The project comprised 
three individual case studies in the manufacturing sector from the geo-political 
contexts of the United Kingdom in a company with a need to be innovative; in the 
Republic of South Africa with the change from Apartheid to the market economy 
in a new framework of labour law and human rights; and in the Russian 
Federation with the transition from a planned to a market economy. Each 
transition, in different ways, involved and in inescapably required new learning. 
 
In the British case study of a highly automated manufacturer in the automotive 
industry, the strategic focus was on maintaining competitiveness. The company 
itself is innovative and successful and has managed complex structural change 
over the past two decades by encouraging employees to change and develop. The 
South African case study is of a large steel works striving to understand profound 
change in its operational environment. The collapse of the Apartheid regime 
required a whole new approach to the management of people. The opening up of 
South Africa to global competition brought with it complex challenges demanding 
new attitudes, responses and understanding within the firm. The Russian case 
study is of another steel plant coping with the aftermath of the Soviet collapse and 
the transition problems of the growth of market-led management. These changes 
required radical new learning, almost a cultural transformation, among 
management teams and shop floor workers. 
 
At first glance, these cases seem disparate and too different to compare. However, 
the country settings can be classified as first, second and third world countries 
(Castells, 2000), which gives the study a framework. In addition, the case-study 
companies are situated in the manufacturing sector and subject to increasing 
pressures from competitors around the world. To put it differently, these firms are 
bound up in a common moment of ‘globalisation’, which is a contested political 
subject (e.g. Hertz, 2001, Klein, 2000), rooted in capitalist ideology, but 
nevertheless meaningful, challenged and unavoidable to people in emerging 
economies, too.  
 
4In each case, accounts both of the changes that have taken place and of the new 
learning required to adapt to those changes are framed in company-specific 
narratives. The research, whose methodology is reported here, is designed to 
explain the patterns of observed change by interpreting the narratives that provide 
those changes with meaning and which make them comprehensible to both 
participants and observers alike. This paper focuses on the methodology of this 
project; however, the outcomes of this study can be summarised as follows: 
narratives of organisational change are shaped by the narrative resources available 
to people in their respective setting. Methods of active listening, reflection and 
continuous and shared interpretation are required to understand such narratives. 
 
Methodological Background 
The methodology of this research project about change and learning in 
organisations in different geo-political contexts has several pillars. It is a 
qualitative and interpretive study including three individual case studies, which 
are placed in the larger framework of globalisation. The term ‘globalisation’ here 
is used to sum up increasing speed, shrinking space and a centralisation of capital 
(Beynon and Dunkerley, 2001) together with changes in consumer behaviour and 
individual identity (Klein, 2000). In summary, globalisation is seen as a world-
wide and all-encompassing phenomenon that has different meanings in different 
contexts. Such meanings have to be discovered by the people most directly 
affected by the changes. 
 
The project is also comparative across countries and it can be argued that 
comparative narrative analysis is the new breakthrough in the field of narrative 
studies. Comparisons allow the researcher to expose previously taken-for-granted 
assumptions to make them explicit and to make generalisations about how people 
in different contexts make sense of their world (Wengraf, 2000). Comparative 
studies are also rich in their detail and contextual understanding. 
 
There were three main methods of data collection in this study. The first method 
was documentary research to establish a good description of the context in which 
each case-study organisation functioned. Material to be analysed included 
previous case studies, newspaper and journal articles as well as documents from 
within the company. The core method of gathering data was qualitative 
interviewing with thirty unstructured in-depth interviews per case study conducted 
over a period of two months with employees from all levels in each organisation. 
The interviewees were encouraged to tell their stories about how their company 
had changed and how they themselves had come to interpret and understand those 
changes; they can therefore be characterised as ‘narrative interviews’ 
(Czarniawska, 1998). Finally, observations and field notes rounded up the picture, 
allowed the researcher to capture more stories and appreciate more the symbols 
and narrative devices that shaped them. The researcher’s role was that of 
observer-reporter, participant observer and stranger in Simmel’s sense (Levine, 
1971); i.e. someone with whom interviewees could communicate in total 
confidence that what they say will not be passed on to anyone else. According to 
5Wengraf (2000), another role of the researcher is to give a voice to people who are 
usually not heard; this applied mainly to workers from formerly disadvantaged 
groups in the South African case study. To do that, researchers have to go beyond 
mere text analysis and take a number of other sources into consideration to come 
to viable interpretations of the data.  
 
In order to give the interactions with the interviewees a framework, the interview 
partners received a written briefing about the nature of the research and its 
procedures. The interviews were tape recorded and fed back to the interview 
partners after having been transcribed to ensure a human enquiry and a joint 
analysis (Reason and Rowan, 1981). Additionally, a joint learning process was 
also taking place, as Byram (1996) points out, since the interviewees were given 
time for reflection during the interview. 
 
To enhance the learning for the three case-study organisations, a report was 
compiled after the first stages of analysis and to given to all interviewees. This 
enabled them to reflect critically on the interpretations and to comment on them. 
In return, these remarks became part of the further analysis, thus enhancing the 
veracity of the interpretations. However, the researcher was not a consultant and 
therefore did not have any control of whether the companies responded actively to 
the outcomes of the research. 
 
The limitations of qualitative social research are often discussed (Bryman, 2001), 
with its subjectivity being a key weakness. For instance, the researcher’s view of 
the world and many other aspects of his/her personality and the research itself 
cannot always be separated. Hence, the interpretation of the data is influenced by 
the researcher, raising the question of veracity and replicability. It has to be 
highlighted that in this project the researcher did not seek the ultimate truth, but 
attempted to understand people’s experiences against the country-specific context. 
In other words, subjectivity is not regarded as a weakness in itself and this idea of 
social research is based on the concepts of ‘verstehen’ (e.g. Weber, 1964), 
Popper’s work on historicism (e.g. Popper, 1957) and the social construction of 
reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). The key methodological principle drawn 
from these approaches is this: try and see the world from the point of view of the 
actors and from within the logic of their situation.  
 
Despite the limitations of qualitative research, there are several criteria why the 
results of this methodology and the conclusions drawn from this study can be 
trusted. The researcher committed herself to the academic value of truthfulness 
and does not claim that she was seeking the ultimate truth (provided it exists); 
instead she tried to see the world from the view of her informants. Furthermore, 
there is evidence from the case study material with triangulated data. There was a 
double feedback by the interviewees and joint/shared interpretations. In addition, 
the interpretations are logical and credible against the background of the wider 
academic literature. Finally, the interpretations of this study are made available to 
the wider academic community for further debate. 
 
6Stories, Narratives & Analysis 
With the paradigm change in the social sciences, narrative analysis has become 
important in researching organisational behaviour. This research method offers 
the advantage that narratives are the basis for analyses and perceptions of 
organisational realities (Ng and de Cock, 2002) and organisational culture 
(Gabriel, 2000). In addition, narrative data is not only particularly rich and nearly 
universally – though not necessarily easily – available, but allows the researcher 
to analyse the same kind of data as the members of the organisations use in their 
daily sense-making processes (Pentland, 1999). As a result, narrative studies can 
bridge the gap between researcher and practitioner (Ng and de Cock, 2002) since 
managers are used to telling stories in their daily routines (Weick, 1995), albeit 
they may not be always aware of this. Researchers can listen to the accounts given 
to them, interpret and discuss them with the interviewees and in this way – 
through joint human enquiry – build up their understanding of the organisation.  
 
The following stories featuring a key theme of each case study aim at illustrating 
the richness and complexities of organisational narratives and the use of the 
methods described here in interpreting them. One exemplar story from the British 
case-study to highlight these sense-making processes is about the company’s 
unique culture and how the majority of employees see it.  
 
There’s a certain Engineering Ltd2 way of thinking and you 
either sink or swim in that environment. ... It’s something 
that you both relish and jump in with both feet, get yourself 
involved in ... you pretty much soon become part of 
Engineering Ltd and, unfortunately in some ways, probably 
start to think the same as much of the Engineering Ltd 
organisation. It is quite a culture shock I think to people 
coming from the outside. 
 
The organisational culture of that firm is described as unique and much different 
from other manufacturing companies. This interviewee points out that people 
either thrive in that environment and become part of the culture or that they do not 
like this way of working and leave the organisation within a short period of time. 
To put this differently: new employees become socialised (Berger and Luckmann, 
1966) in the new environment and that they learn what it means to be part of the 
company.  
 
An example from the South African case study is about a black manager 
reflecting on the company’s past and on equal opportunities.  
 
I never thought I would survive in Steel Corp3, personally. 
It’s coming from the South African background, not the 
company per se. Well, because of the purely racial 
2 For reasons of confidentiality, the name ‘Engineering Ltd’ has been given to the British case-
study company for the purposes of this paper. 
3 The name Steel Corp has been adopted to identify the South African case-study company in this 
paper. 
7background, there’s always been a perception that a black 
and an Afrikaner will never come together. And Steel Corp. 
is a purely Afrikaans-dominated company. So probably [the 
perception was that] a black guy is inferior and useless and 
not going to survive. Firstly, I never thought of being at any 
stage a senior operator because the policies of the past were 
of such a nature that there was job reservation. At certain 
colour lines, your prospects would end - that was it. That’s 
why I studied immediately. Firstly, I hated the job I was 
doing because I had my own personal ambitions. I knew 
that I wouldn’t work at the furnaces till I die, that would be 
absolutely crazy. And immediately I knew that opportunity 
to say “fine. With the little finance I get I have to start and 
look into what I want. And with that I get out into the 
situation and otherwise I’m not going to be stuck here and 
then I can start to determine my future.” And as the system 
changes and things are changing. I was almost the first 
black operator, the first black supervisor and the first black 
manager. So it was like this first, first, first thing coming 
over, which is a signal of a lot of change. When the change 
came through your ideas also changed. I mean you influence 
the system and the system influences you in return. And I 
happened to find Steel Corp. home. Here am I sitting 
thirteen and a half years! If you’re asking me I won’t leave 
Steel Corp. for any other place. I feel I’ve settled here, it’s 
very close to my place and I think I’ve realised my strengths 
toward the company. 
 
This story is about pride, confidence and career development against all odds. 
This interviewee talked about how his identity changed in accordance with the 
development of his career; this can be summarised as ‘I’m a second-class person’ 
to ‘I can do it’. An interesting feature is how deeply interwoven both the company 
history and macro-environmental changes are with this personal account of career 
development. This excerpt highlights that stories do not exist on their own, but 
always have a context to them, which is crucial to its understanding and meaning.  
 
In the Russian case-study company, an interesting feature is the persistence of 
Soviet narratives and expectations, although the firm is one of the most advanced 
businesses in the Russian Federation. One particularly striking example is the 
provision of housing, which is still taken for granted by certain interviewees, as 
the following interview excerpt shows:  
 
From my point of view, what’s very bad is that the company 
nowadays doesn’t build any houses, strictly. They build one 
or two houses and nobody knows for whom and what 
they’re building it. There’s virtually no information about 
that. Formerly, I myself received my flat after 17 years of 
service in the plant. But nevertheless I knew that time would 
go by and some day in the future I would have my flat. 
Nowadays, the young people do not have any chance to get 
free housing. But when we talk about adequate wages for 
which people can afford to buy a flat [there is no such 
thing]. … Even for a good salary there’s no chance of 
8earning a flat nowadays, there’re no real chances to buy a 
flat. We don’t have proper legislation and that’s why the 
responsible department doesn’t allocate resources [to build 
houses]. … Therefore housing’s one of the most painful 
problems for all employees. Just in my shop there are 400 
people queuing for a flat. Imagine how many these are for 
the whole plant! … They wouldn’t queue if they didn’t need 
a flat. So this is problem No. 1 at the moment and we have 
to see how it’s solved. 
 
This interviewee is painting a rather bizarre picture in this story: he appears not to 
mind the fact that he had to wait 17 years for his accommodation. He also does 
not seem to have understood that the provision of housing is not the company’s 
responsibility any more with the company being a mediator of the state4, but
continues to live in the past in certain spheres of his life. In other words, this 
employee has learned that housing is not provided for free anymore, but he cannot 
make sense of this – he has not come to terms with the new reality. Apparently the 
top management story about the housing issue is not strong enough for him to buy 
into it. 
 
These interview excerpts highlight that companies can indeed be seen as complex 
and fluid structures of narratives (Czarniawska, 1997) and the stock of stories in 
an organisation reflects this plurality (Washbourne and Dicke, 2001). It is 
therefore insufficient to look only at the story; the researcher has to look for the 
plots, meanings, glosses (Boje, 1991, 1995), tone and use other means of literary 
analysis (Bruner, 1986). Stories have a fragmentary, intertextual, situated and 
strategic nature (Pentland, 1999) and frequently possess internal contradictions. 
Power relationships define whose stories are more important and become 
dominant (Boje et al., 1999). In addition, narrative analysis is a powerful tool 
across boundaries, whether they be cultural, temporal or organisational (Gabriel, 
2000).  
 
The terms ‘story’ and ‘narrative’ are most often used interchangeably and in 
simple terms they mean the same thing. However, some authors (e.g. Gabriel, 
2000) argue that there is indeed a difference between the two and therefore a 
distinction has to be made. The following example confirms this view. For 
instance, Czarniawska’s (1997:78) definition of stories as having ‘a clear 
chronological structure, with a beginning and an end’ does not always reflect 
organisational reality. It is therefore helpful to distinguish between ‘stories’ and 
‘narratives’, defining the latter as a ‘representations of a series of events 
meaningfully connected in a temporal and causal way’ (Onega and Garcia Landa, 
1996:3).  
 
4 In the Soviet Union, enterprises were required by law to spend a certain amount every year on the 
provision of housing and the rendering of other social services on behalf of the state. Employees, 
therefore, typically hold the company responsible for the provision of housing.  
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The notion of story-telling in an organisational context may sound strange at first, 
since mainstream management literature puts a strong emphasis on logical 
thinking, measurement and control. This tradition started off in the late 1940s with 
Taylor’s scientific management (Taylor, 1947) and we can still see a black and 
white picture, which is too simple to grasp the complexities of organisational life 
and development. Thus, as Kofman and Senge (1993) point out, a basic shift in 
how we think and interact is required in our increasingly complex world. In other 
words, we have to look at organisations as a whole and not fragment them to cure 
their problems; the analysis of organisational stories assists this process. 
According to Taylor, Fisher and Dufresne (2002) organisational stories tell the 
researcher about the company strategy, power relationships, degree of success, 
expectations and the quality of fantasy. 
 
Stories are not only told, but lived as they become visible and real in symbols. 
One powerful symbol in this project was the reception area in the UK case-study 
company: mission and vision statement, quality certificates awarded by the firm’s 
major customers and various other prizes on display give an impression of a 
professional and successful organisation. In that way, the essence of the 
company’s story is communicated to any visitor: ‘you can trust us because we are 
doing a good job. We are proud of our success and happy to display it here.’ 
 
Organisational stories are maintained through communication, for example in the 
form of books published on the occasion of a major anniversary. Such 
publications typically capture the key events that shaped the company’s 
development and retell the organisation’s life story. Good books will allow the 
people involved to tell their story in their own voice. Another important means of 
communicating organisational stories are intergenerational meetings– a tradition, 
which is maintained, for instance, in the Russian case-study company. In regular 
gatherings, retired employees are invited to tell their stories to present employees 
and in that way experiences are shared, stories and traditions kept alive. 
 
Narratives play a vital role in organisational life. The stock of stories in an 
organisation forms its organisational culture; since people make up the company, 
their life stories, experiences, attitudes and perceptions build its culture (Gabriel, 
2000). It may be helpful to consider different types of stories, which are classified 
according to the willingness to communicate them to others and the level of 
agreement. Overt and agreed stories are willingly communicated to outsiders in 
the form of publications and newspaper articles. Covert and agreed stories are not 
revealed to outsiders because they contain sensitive information or business 
secrets. Overt and contested stories are often used in trade unionism and do not 
present the management’s view of the subject. Covert and contested stories are 
told among a group of unsatisfied employees and build the basis for conflict 
(Reissner, 2002). Due to their nature, contested stories cannot be controlled by 
management (e.g. Gabriel, 1995 talks of the 'unmanaged organisation'). 
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In the British case-study company, the key stories capturing organisational life are 
mostly agreed. It seems that an honest information policy and an open 
management style facilitated people’s sense-making processes. On the basis of 
this large number of shared stories and perceptions, the company’s culture is 
based on positive moral values and a sense of togetherness. In the South African 
case study, the dominant organisational narratives are covert and often contested, 
which means that they contradict management’s position. This is most likely a 
legacy of the past with its strict racial segregation and the violation of human 
rights. It is therefore not surprising that the current culture is characterised by 
conflict and that the management team has to work hard to build up a shared 
understanding of what the organisation stands for. In the Russian case-study 
company, the dominant stories are becoming agreed with an increasing number of 
employees buying into management policy after the 1998 economic crisis. But, as 
the interview excerpts have shown, this is a slow process and Soviet perceptions 
still persist, particularly with regard to the provision of social services.  
 
Other roles of narratives, as summarised by Boyce (1996), include the 
socialisation of new employees, generating commitment, adaptive processes to the 
organisational culture, social control and the generation of meaning. Storytelling 
gives organisational life a framework, according to Jordan (1996), explaining the 
past on which the future can be built. Patriotta (2003:351) puts this as follows: 
‘Narratives provide a fundamental medium for capturing the common-sensical, 
everyday character of organizational knowledge.’ In other words, narratives also 
reflect the natural ambiguities, and thus conflicts, in an organisation.  
 
Additionally, Morgan (1993) contends that narratives are a means to manage 
change. On the one hand, narratives can be changed deliberately by management 
to direct a change in culture (Jordan, 1996) and make the story become true 
(Kundera, 1988). On the other hand, the degree to which changes have been 
mastered successfully are mirrored in the stories people tell. Gephart (1991:42) 
argues that ‘organisational change is embedded in and constructed through 
storytelling. … Change is ongoing because the organisation is uniquely 
constructed on each occasion where it is used for sensemaking.’ Sense-making is 
widely considered as a narrative process (e.g. Boje, 1991, 1995, Weick, 1995, 
Brown, 2000, Heugens, 2002). 
 
Storytelling at the workplace has a number of other, more subtle, functions. For 
instance, narratives are a means of organising in themselves (Czarniawska, 1997); 
i.e. they help to put a logical sequence into what is happening. Employees can 
also keep track of their behaviour (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Organisational 
narratives tell us a lot about the identity of the company as a whole and its 
members (Czarniawska, 1997). Patriotta (2003) emphasises the role of narratives 
as a carrier of tacit knowledge and as a means of storing knowledge. 
 
On the other hand, organisational narratives are as complex as the world they 
represent. According to Bruner (1990), a story/narrative consists of various 
components, which have to be analysed. These are an inherent chronological 
sequence; links between the exceptional and the extraordinary; dramatic quality; 
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the use of tropes (figures of speech). It has also to be taken into consideration that 
narratives are exemplified in a number of symbols within the organisation: stories, 
myths, ceremonies, rituals, company logo, anecdotes and jokes (Dandridge et al.,
1980), which have to be looked at, too. Additionally, story-telling is not value 
neutral, but can have different purposes depending on its context and background 
(Boyce, 1996) and do not represent an ultimate truth. As Heugens (2002) points 
out, stories can be adapted, retold, altered and manipulated. Bruner (1986) 
additionally highlights that the story-creating activity in an organisation differs in 
accordance with the degree of certainty: people tend to construct stories when 
their beliefs are violated to make sense of the new circumstances.  
 
In the rather stable environment of the British case-study company, a major 
change in ownership was such a situation when people’s beliefs were violated. 
The firm was sold to a multi-national company to secure its future. While top 
management was convinced that it was the right move, many employees doubted 
the benefits. Thus, a large number of narratives surround this issue and each of 
them conveys a slightly different message: some speak of enthusiasm, others of 
doubt and maybe even fear. In the South African case study, the end of the 
Apartheid era marked such a turning point in history – not only on a rather 
abstract macro-level level, but for each and every individual. The social order, 
which regulates human life, had to be renegotiated. Hence, many stories talk 
about the subsequent restructuring programmes and retrenchments and the effects 
on each individual. In the Russian Federation, the 1998 economic crisis was a 
major event because it showed the vulnerability of the country’s young 
democracy and market economy. While most interviewees talked of the negative 
side of this crisis, which were delays in payment and, consequently, struggles to 
survive, many also mentioned how the devaluation of the rouble helped the 
company to increase their profit margin and expand their businesses to new 
markets.  
 
Learning, Sense-Making & Culture 
The term ‘learning’ comprises a number of meanings, as Illeris (2002) highlights. 
It does not only refer to what has been learned, but also to individual 
psychological processes and the linkages between learners and their environments. 
The currently dominant models of learning, however, have a rather restricted view 
and tend to neglect the latter two issues. Therefore, they are very likely not match 
the increasingly complex requirements of learning in the current time (Barnett, 
2000). They also seem to neglect that, as Wenger (1998:227) puts it, ‘learning 
is … fundamentally social’, i.e. constantly looking for meaning by sharing stories. 
 
As Berger and Luckmann (1966) contend we have a universal need for meaning, 
and meaning is established through dialogue (Schein, 1993). Collecting and 
sharing stories helps people to understand the constant changes in the present time 
and to find their role in the new circumstances. Isaacs (1993:25) highlights that 
‘human beings operate most often within shared, living fields of assumptions and 
constructed embodied meaning, and that these fields tend to be unstable, 
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fragmented, and incoherent.’ Through sharing stories, differences can be explored 
and joint meaning can be established; as a result people can learn together. This 
form of learning is best described as sense-making. The following interview 
excerpt from the Russian case study highlights this point: 
 
[The degree course in Moscow helped me] to change my 
mind because I’m one of those who grew up in a Soviet 
country. For me all those laws of the market economy were 
absolutely new. I didn’t know what’s that. I didn’t know all 
those rules/regulations/principles, I didn’t know the terms, 
common terms that nowadays so strictly define our lives. To 
me every understanding was new and then my world view 
and outlook changed. 
Although this manager is talking about a degree course – which obviously is a 
means of formal learning – the more important process of making sense and 
establishing meaning is captured in only seven, but powerful, words: ‘then my 
world view and outlook changed.’ In other words, this interviewee described how 
his identity has changed – a process for with Alheit and Dausien (1999) use the 
term ‘biographicity’.  
 
One important feature connected with learning in the workplace is organisational 
culture. It seems that learning can only take place and flourish in a certain 
environment (Hemmington, 1999), the ‘learning culture’. The key elements of 
such an atmosphere are moral values like trust and respect. Employees have to 
feel secure and not threatened in order to learn and develop, to innovate and be 
creative. It seems that leadership plays a crucial role in creating such a learning 
environment and thus supporting people in their sense-making processes (Höhler, 
2002).  
 
The key elements of the organisational culture in the three case-study companies 
differ, but are deeply embedded in and are a logical consequence of the macro-
environmental and organisational changes that have happened. For instance, the 
key element in the organisation from the democratic and liberal environment of 
the United Kingdom is trust, which has been enhanced by a stable and open 
approach to management. One interviewee described this trusting relationship 
within the company by the following story: 
 
I trust [the people around me]. I would let them take my 
girlfriend for a meal if I was working away on business. I 
would quite happily let them take my girlfriend for a meal 
and [I would] not worry. 
 
In the South African case study, an important feature of the company’s culture is 
uncertainty and fear with a majority of interviewees having a rather bleak 
perception of their future. This is not surprising against the context of massive job 
losses within the company, as the following interview excerpt highlights: 
 
I must say at that point in time there’s a lot of insecurity. 
We just went through a major restructuring again in 
13 
September where we had to take out 1,800 positions. I mean 
people had actually to be retrenched [and] a lot of them took 
voluntary packages. ... So at this point in time there’s a lot 
of insecurity amongst a lot of people as well. … So 
understandably there’s a lot of uncertainty, the guys don’t 
know whether they can stay in their job. 
 
This interviewee linked the restructuring and retrenchment processes, which are 
impersonal as such, with the worries of real people. Although restructuring and 
the subsequent cost-cutting have positive implications on the firm’s 
competitiveness and outlook for the future, the meaning on an individual level is 
deeply interwoven with uncertainty and, ultimately, fear about the future.  
 
In the Russian case-study company, the key element is a strong focus on the 
future. People seemed to be committed to their work and confident of the future 
prospects – both individually and for the organisation. Important issues seem to 
improvement and progress, as the following interviewee highlighted: 
 
The people more and more understand that improvement is 
always useful; i.e. at first they might not want it [because] it 
seems that we don’t need it. But from my point of view 
there are more supporters of the changes that are going on 
here than people who are against them. There’s probably 
even a tiny share of people against it, there’s rather the part 
of people who are somehow indifferent. It’s like “change it 
if you like, don’t change it if you don’t. We’ll continue like 
we always have.” But this group is getting smaller. And 
those against [change] are getting less. ... And the amount of 
supporters is increasing. The people against [change] and 
those indifferent [of change] are changing their minds 
because they see the results. Our results show that 
everything’s right [what we’ve done so far]. 
 
This excerpt also shows how much is going on in this organisation and how an 
increasing number of people tend to change side from opponents to supporters of 
change. This interviewee seems to have a positive attitude towards the future 
where, according to them, all hopes lie.  
 
These interview excerpts from the three case studies highlight the potential 
differences in organisational culture and how organisational culture is influenced 
by changes in the macro-environment and how these changes are dealt with on the 
organisational level. They also reflect the complexities of organisational life and 
the unique character of those narratives.  
 
As a result of these complexities, the researcher has to keep a special kind of 
relationships, which can best be compared to the ‘ironic distance’ – the artist’s 
sense of being in but not of the world – in Thomas Mann’s novel Tonio Kroger. In 
other words, the researcher is not to assume that there is only one coherent story. 
In most cases, though, fragmented experience is turned into a coherent 
explanation through story-telling, but conflictual and corrosive stories remain 
nevertheless. To increase the veracity and validity of the stories and their 
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interpretations, it is crucial for the researcher/observer, as demonstrated here, to 
give back the stories to the story-tellers so that they can comment on them. In this 
way researchers can become confident about the validity of their interpretations of 
narratives. 
 
Conclusion 
Narrative analysis helps to understand learning and sense-making at the 
workplace. It is a diagnostic tool of understanding how experience is turned into 
stories, which is a learning process. The notion of learning should, however, not 
be separated from teaching. It can be argued that all organisations teach; narrative 
analysis finds out how they do it in practice. The picture is complicated by the fact 
that organisations cannot control all learning that is taking place; particularly if 
the learning outcome is not intended by management, as it is the case with 
contested stories. Although some organisations are completely impenetrable to 
researchers, narrative analysis provides a powerful tool for organisational research 
and is essential to our understanding of processes of organisational and work-
based learning. 
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